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The term "Sephardim" comes from the Hebrew word Se farad,
which means Spain. Thus Sephardic Jews are Jews of Spanish
descent. After the exile of these Jews from Spain, in 1492,
they found their way to Holland, England and subsequently to
North and South America. The Levantine and Balkan countries
received their Sephardic settlements when they were part of
the Ottoman Empire. Sephardic communities also established
themselves in the mercantile centers of Germany, Denmark,
Austria, and Hungary. Outstanding centers of Sephardic
influence were Constantinople and Salonika in the Turkish
Empire proper: Jerusalem and Safed in Palestine; Cairo in
Egypt; and Venice, Ancona, Amsterdam, Bordeaux, and London in
Western Europe.
With so extensive a geographical and political distri-
bution, it was only natural that the character of the cultural,
economic and social life of the Sephardic Jews developed
great heterogeneity. Nevertheless, there were certain common
traits in language and religious customs which unified the
widely scattered Sephardic elements. In all parts of the
world they retained their own Spanish idiom as the language
of speech and as a literary medium, secondary only to Hebrew.
Throughout their wanderings, the Spanish Jews and their
descendants never lost their consciousness of aristocracy or
sense of intellectual and spiritual superiority. The suffer-
2ings of the exiled and the tragic experiences of the Marranos
did not break their spirit. On the contrary they felt enno-
bled by their martyrdom.
Wherever they settled, they maintained their own customs
and religious traditions, and these often differed from the
practices of the local Jewish communities. They insisted
upon the right to found their own congregations and communal
organizations. This not only created religious confusion,
but hampered the practical work of tax assessment, created
friction in the operation of Jewish courts and caused unnec-
essary duplication in the organization of the charities. The
native communities naturally resented the attitude of the new-
comers, but ultimately they succumbed to the influence of
the newer element of the population. Eventually the communi-
3ties became predominantly Sephardic.
The triumph of Sephardic Jewry was in a great measure
due to an unprecedented revival of Jewish learning among the
descendants of the Spanish exiles. Among them were also men
of affairs, who continued the proud traditions of their fore-
bears in Spain: statesmen and financiers, physicians and
scientists, administrators in government, industry and
4
commerce.
It was not in the Orient, however, that the Sephardim
were destined to wield the most enduring influence. For as
the Ottoman Empire crumbled Jewish life there, too, declined.
In contrast to this deterioration, Sephardic Judaism in the
West grew in strength and vigor.
The communities which had established themselves in
Holland, Italy and southern France were increasing numerically
through the accretion of Marrano families that steadily
escaped from the Iberian Peninsula. These were, as a rule,
important families with international connections in finance
and commerce. But even more distinctive than their wealth
was their cultivation of science, literature, and philosophy.
The contribution of Sephardim to Spanish literature had been
considerable. Tenacious of their traditions, the Jews pre-
served the folklore, songs and melodies of medieval Spain,
which otherwise would have been lost.
Their social prestige and intense self-consciousness
caused the Sephardim to keep aloof socially from their fellow
Jews of German or Polish origin and deterred them from inter-
marrying. This was as true among the early Jewish settlers
in America as it was in the older communities of Amsterdam,
London and Bordeaux. As a result, the Sephardic population
dwindled in size, and with it followed an inevitable decline
in leadership. Not until the nineteenth century, through the
double process of assimilation and nationalism were the social
barriers broken down. This led, in the Western countries, to
the gradual absorption of the Sephardim by the more numerous
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Jews of Ashkenazic origin.
At the time of the invasion of Holland by the Nazis in
1940, Amsterdam was the chief center of Western Sephardic
Judaism. Influential too, were the Sephardic congregations
in London and Paris. In the United States, the New York and
Philadelphia congregations consistently maintained the Sephar-
dic ritual, notwithstanding the fact that the membership of
these congregations was largely Ashkenazic.
Following the Turkish revolution in 1908, there was con-
siderable migration of the Sephardic Jews from the Levant, the
Balkans, and Morocco to the United States. Some of the immi-
grants settled in Los Angeles, some in Atlanta, but the bulk
of the new immigration was to New York City. Socially and
culturally these newcomers represented a lower stratum than
the earlier immigration from Eastern Europe. 9
Though some Sephardim of the East, Europe and North
America have managed to keep intact the language and customs
which are peculiar to themselves, in other areas of recent
settlement assimilation is taking its toll. Especially is
this true among the younger people. Due to more intermingling
with people outside of their ethnic group, they have not
developed an intense love for the folklore and language of
their predecessors, as did their parents. This love for
things Spanish, which has characterized this group of Hebrews
throughout the ages, has been present almost since the date
of their original settlement in Spain. This is verified by
the fact that they accepted several centuries of prejudice
and maltreatment rather than leave Spain. As we shall see
in the next chapter, their exit was not a voluntary one.
FOOTNOTES
Sephardiro, " The Universal Jewish Encyclopedia , 1958,
p. 477.
2
Marranos: Jews who abjured their religion and accepted
Catholicism to avoid exile. Moorish term for those who could
not eat pork.
3The Universal Jewish Encyclopedia , p. 478.
4 'Mair Jose Benardete, Hispanic Culture and Character of
the Sephardic Jews (New York: Hispanic Institute of the U. S.,
1952) p. 39.
Jose M. Estrugo, Los Sefardfes (Habana, Cuba: Editoral
Lex, 1954) p. 40.
Ashkenazic: Jews from central and northern Europe. .
7Benardete, p. 52.
The Universal Jewish Encvclope dia , p. 479.
9Ibid., p. 479.
CHAPTER II
HISTORY OF THE SEPHARDIM IN SPAIN
The account of the Sephardim constitutes one of the roost
moving chapters of Spanish history.
Until about a century ago, only a few scholars and his-
torians were aware of the survival of several Hispanic settle-
ments in the Near East. These people, of Turkish, Egyptian,
Yugoslavian or Bulgarian nationality, have strong historical
and linguistic ties with Spain. Thus, though separated by
national boundaries, they form a common spiritual community.
They persist in using an old form of Castilian as their mother
tongue and call themselves "espanoles".
The Sephardim are the descendants of those Jews who
either fled or were expelled from Spain and Portugal in the
late fifteenth century. Their forefathers, who refused to
deny their religion or who feared the destructive power of
the Inquisition, sought refuge in places far from Spain itself.
The date of arrival of the Jews in the Iberian Peninsula
is unknown. According to the Bible they may have established
themselves there during the time of Solomon, some seven cen-
turies before the Christian era. Hebrews sailed with the
8Phoenicians, who were among the earliest navigators, for Tar-
shish, supposed by many writers to be ancient Tartessus, a
city of the Peninsula.
An ancient history of Toledo further corroborates the
early settlement of the Jews in Spain. It states that in 500
B.C. the Jewish population of that city had so increased that
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they were spreading and building more towns. This leads one
to assume that the Jews were firmly entrenched there.
In 15 B.C., the edict of Augustus, addressed to all gov-
ernors of Roman provinces, provided for just and liberal
3treatment of Jews. They were prominent in business, science,
and arts, and they were the cultivators and possessors of the
soil. However, we have no Hebraic accounts relating to that
period.
Unimpeded, the Jews of Spain observed their religion as
when in the Holy Land. Nevertheless, as early as 304 A.D.
the Catholic clergy enacted canons against the descendants of
Israel which prohibited marriages between daughters of Catho-
lics and heretics and Jews. (Jews were not then considered
heretics.) Similar canons admonished landholders not to per-
mit their produce to be blessed by rabbis, for it was feared
that any Catholic benediction would thereby be rendered
invalid. Christians were forbidden to take food with Jews.
9The harmonious relationship that existed between Hebrews and
, , 4
Catholics was thus disturbed.
In 410, Visigoths from the North inundated the Peninsula
and drove the Romans from the northern provinces. Even though
the conquerors professed Arianism, they made no immediate
attempt to alter the pattern of Judaism.
Reccared, the First Catholic Visigoth king of Spain,
zealous of his new faith, convened the Third Council of Toledo
in 589. Catholicism was made the religion of the State and
c.
Jews were isolated from Christians.
By 612, Judaism was deemed contrary to Christianity. As
a result, many of the wealthy Jews who would not embrace
Christianity were imprisoned or murdered. Many abandoned all
they possessed in order to preserve their faith and emigrated
to Gaul and Africa. Some 90,000 were baptised, the majority
not because of their faith in Catholicism but because of
their fear of punishment if they did not accept its tenets.
Many, as soon as possible, returned to the religion of their
fathers.
The Fourth Toledan Council, in 633, stated that Jews
were no longer to be forced against their will to adopt the
Catholic faith. 8 Such liberalism was short-lived, however,
for the Sixth Council in 638, declared that no non-Catholic
10
would be permitted residence in Visigothic Spain. It also
demanded that each Sovereign, before ascending the throne,
must swear that he would not allow Jews to infringe upon the
Holy Faith. 9
Such rigorous decrees should have struck a mortal blow
to the Hebrews of the Peninsula, but the instability of royal
authority and the ignorance of civil and clerical adminis-
trators rendered them ineffective.
Between 638 and 701, seven men held title to the crown
of the Visigothic empire. During the reigns of Chintilla,
Tulga, Dandasvinto, and Recesvinthus several edicts referred
to the Hebrews, but they do not appear to have been molested.
Wamba, who ascended the throne in 672, found the Jews so num-
erous that, as a protective measure, he adhered to the edict
of the Sixth Council and expelled all those who would not con-
vert. Many fled to Africa where there were already a number
of co-religionists. Others crossed over the Pyrenees and
were kindly received in France. In 693, unconverted Jews
were denied the right to trade with Christians and were not
allowed to carry on trade in the market-places. The Seven-
teenth Council virtually reduced them to slave status. 10
Egica, nephew of Wamba, found the oppressive laws of his
predecessors so ineffective that he sought to gain converts
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by rewards. His decrees, like the preceeding ones, caused
the involuntary apostasy of a few.
Witiza, who shared the throne with his father, Egica,
for several years, became sole sovereign of Spain in 701.
He sought to heal the wounds which tyranny and persecution
had inflicted on it for three centuries. He reduced taxes,
recalled those Jews whom had been banished, reinstated them
in their honors and offices, and restored their property.
That no remembrance of accusations against the Jews might
remain, he ordered all prior proceedings to be burned, and
permitted forced converts to renew the religion they had
involuntarily adjured. Thousands returned to their abandoned
homes. So sudden a transition caused his enemies to rise
against him and a rebellion broke out in Andalusia. In 707,
with the aid of the Romans, Witiza was defeated and Roderic
was elected king. Shortly thereafter, Roderic dishonored
the family of Count Julian, the Gothic governor of Mauritania.
Enraged, the proud Count invited the Moors to enter southern
Spain. From Damascus, the Caliph Walid sent a Muslim horde
of some 12,000 men. On July 19, 711, at the stream of Guada-
lete near Arcos de la Frontera, the opposing forces engaged
in battle. 12 In subsequent days the Visigothic army was com-
pletely routed and Roderic himself perished in the fighting.
Thus ended the reign of the Visigothic Empire in Spain.
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The Jews, under the Moors, were again freely allowed to
practice their religion. At this time, when the rest of Europe
was buried in superstition and ignorance, and when it could
boast of no literature other than Monkish legends, Jewish
rabbis occupied the highest chairs of Philosophy and Mathema-
tics in the renowned Moorish schools of Cordova and Toledo.
Through them the philosophy of the ancients was made known to
Europe. They were among the earliest astronomers and excelled
in medicine. Foreigners flocked from all parts of Europe and
the East to receive instruction. The Jews settled in every
part of Spain and Spain, under the wise government of the
Saracens, arrived at a high degree of civilization.
Dissensions that daily increased among the Saracens ulti-
mately led to the dissolution and overthrow of their empire.
Almeria, Saragossa, Valencia, Toledo, Seville, and many other
cities, became independent and separate sovereignties. The
smaller were soon overpowered by their more powerful neighbors,
or conquered by the Christians. In 711, a few Visigoths had
escaped the carnage of the Caliph Walid and had fled to the
mountains of Asturias. There they formed a small Christian ,
band. They vowed that they or their descendants would some-
day regain their lost lands. As they grew in strength and
numbers, they began to attack border fortresses and villages.
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Three centuries later they had retaken much territory. The
Jews took no part in this accelerating struggle for power
between the Christian monarchs and the Saracen chieftains.
However, their wealth became increasingly important to both
the Moors and the Christians.
Ferdinand I (1027-1065) constantly struggled to overcome
the Saracens. His successor, Alphonso VI, was more success-
ful than he. In 1085, after a three-year siege he retook
Toledo, the ancient Visigothic capital. A large number of
Israelites who resided in the city and surrounding countryside
suffered severely from the desolating warfare. The capitula-
tion did secure for them the right of undisturbed residency,
the free exercise of their religion, and judgment by their
own laws
.
These favors granted by the king to the Jews incensed the
non-Jews. In 1108, there was a riot in Toledo. The Christian
populace, inflamed by hatred, murdered numerous Jews. This
provided a precedent for the many massacres that were later
to mar the escutcheon of Spanish history.
By the beginning of the 13th century the Christian
princes had achieved many conquests over the Moors. The
splitting up of the extensive Cordovan empire into eight sepa-
rate kingdoms and the agreement between the Catholic kingdoms
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had contributed greatly to these victories. The Jews in the
conquered cities of Cordova, Valencia, Seville, and several
others were treated with relative kindness.
In 1252, Alphonso X, surname d the Wise, ascended the
throne of Castile. Because he was greatly interested in
arts and letters, his court became a center of learning. To
it he summoned the wisest men of his kingdom and among them
were Jewish philosophers, mathematicians, astronomers, doctors,
and linguists. To all Jews he extended his protection and
the Hebrew population of Castile increased rapidly. In 1261,
Alphonso completed the Code of Las Siete Partidas . Therein
he stated that Jewish property and persons were to be respected
15
and the free exercise of Jewish religion was to be permitted.
Before examining the gradual deprivation of the rights
and privileges of the Jews, which commenced about the middle
of the 14th century, it is necessary to review their position
in Spanish society. The Spaniards for many years had no
other object in view than to regain their independence from
the Moors. Occupied solely with military expeditions, they
could not apply themselves to the cultivation of letters; nor
were they able to carry on and extend their commerce. Thus,
the Jews assumed the roles of tradesmen and merchants. They
were quick calculators, able and dexterous in conducting a
15
mercantile enterprise, and, above all, excellent in the admini-
stration of the royal finances. These circumstances gave
them great advantages. Although the clergy instilled into
the people hatred against them because of their religion,
their services were indispensable for many branches of civil
government. They not only enjoyed the same rights as other
citizens, but particular privileges were conceded them, some
placing them on equality with the highest of the land. Their
religion was not simply tolerated, but was protected by the
laws of the country.
During the 14th century, with only a few exceptions, the
Jews were treated with justice by the rulers of Spain. How-
ever, the high nobility, jealous of the influence the Jews
had acquired at court, were constantly endeavoring to supplant
ftiem. But even these noblemen employed them as collectors and
in other confidential posts. The inferior nobility, too
indolent to attend to their own affairs, were always in want
of money. They had recourse to the Jews, who were industrious
and able to lend. The priesthood, with some exceptions,
proved to be their most determined enemy. Priests, by their
harangues from the pulpit, instigated and then led the infuria-
ted populace to murder the children of Israel. The people,
through bigoted veneration of the priesthood, were always
16
ready to wreak vengeance and enrich themselves at the expense
of the Hebrews.
With the Spanish population in such a state the law was
often too powerless to afford protection to the objects of
popular fury. Nevertheless, on many occasions, the instiga-
tors and ringleaders received from the sovereign punishment
due their crime.
In 1366, Castile had two kings: Peter the cruel, legiti-
mate son of Alphonso XI, and Henry, his illegitimate brother.
Henry was the rallying point for the numerous discontented
nobles who declared him king. One of the most sanguinary
civil wars that ever devastated a country ensued. The Jews,
who by duty and gratitude owed allegiance to Peter, fought
bravely in his cause. In Toledo, after a long siege, twelve
thousand Jews are said to have perished. Their shops and
Jewries were horribly sacked. One-third of Peter's army, in
his last battle near Toledo, consisted of Jews and Moors.
Peter, in 1369, fell under the dagger of Don Henry. The
people had hoped that the Jews would be severely treated by
the new sovereign. Henry II, however, knowing the value of
such subjects, sought to conciliate them by kindness.
Henry III ascended the throne of Castile in 1390, but
did not follow the path of his grandfather. At this time the
17
archdeacon of Ecija preached with so much force, that the
enraged populace carried its hatred to barbaric excesses.
"The 6th of June, 1391, crowds were seen
hastening in a continual torrent towards the
Jewries, which were attacked in all quarters; the
exterminating steel spared neither age nor sex; those
that implored mercy or that sought to escape were
alike murdered; 4,000 Israelites perished in that
dreadful slaughter. Amidst the yells of the savage
mob and the groans of the dying, was heard the voice
of the archdeacon, encouraging them in those horrible
scenes of carnage and extermination."
Little more than a year had elapsed since the slaughter
of 1391, when on the fifth of August, the Jewries of Cordova,
Toledo, Burgos, and Valencia were attacked by the populace.
They plundered and sacked the numerous houses and shops, and
killed all who offered the least resistance.
In Barcelona, and in many towns of Aragon, they experi-
enced the same fate. The Jewries were completely ruined.
Their streets became desolate and deserted. These dreadful
persecutions led a great number of the Hebrew people to quit
Spain. As no part of Europe offered a secure asylum for them
many emigrated to Africa. At this period the first settlement
18of Jews in Algiers took place. The Jews who remained in
Spain resigned themselves to their misfortune and sought to
reconstruct the shattered.
At that time constant complaints were made of the usury
of the Jews; but the Castilians were so accustomed to applying
18
to them for money that they were the first to infringe the
laws and ordinances.
There was another class of men that did them the greatest
injury and were their bitterest foes. These were the Jews
who, having apostatised from the religion of their fathers
and having obtained power through ecclesiastical dignities,
were despised by their former brethren. They repaid this
contempt with the grossest falsehoods, representing their
ancient Jewish rites as inimical to Christianity and their
observers as the avowed enemies of Christendom.
But the sovereigns of Spain found their talents useful
and indispensable. Notwithstanding the decrees of the coun-
cils and the laws that they themselves enacted to meet the
demands of the people, they employed them in every important
office of trust and responsibility.
Such was the state of the Jews at the beginning of the
last century in which they were permitted to reside within
the Spanish dominions.
In 1408 the regents of the infant, John II of Castile,
issued decrees forbidding Jews to receive tolls or collect
other dues which Christians had to pay to the lords of the
land. 19 These proved ineffectual because the constant quarrels
between the four Christian kingdoms of Castile, Aragon,
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Navarre, and Portugal rendered the wealth of the Hebrews essen-
tial to the sovereigns. Whatever policy might have dictated
such laws, the Jews were aware of their futility, and con-
tinued to act in all the interdicted offices. They knew they
had nothing to fear where the sovereigns themselves were the
first to violate their own ordinances.
A greater misfortune for the Hebrew people commenced at
this period and continued for some years. This was the appear-
ance, in 1411, of Fr. Vincent Ferrer, a Dominican friar. A
missionary, revered as a saint by Christians, he was an invet-
erate enemy of the Jews. The exaggerated picture he drew of
the passion of Christ exasperated the people against the
descendants of Israel. Many Jews became converts when they
saw their synagogues destroyed. Ferrer's success was princi-
pally in Aragon where he was a favorite of Ferdinand I, (1412-
1416), for he had aided him in securing the crown. Fr. Vin-
cent was frequently followed by an armed multitude that
, 20
attacked and killed those that refused to be converted.
Many of the Jews, even those designated "New Christians,
"
through fear of persecution quitted Spain. Some went to Por-
tugal and to other Christian states where. Jews resided, but
the majority fled to the Saracen kingdoms of Africa.
* For five years, 1412 until his deposition in 1417, Pedro
de Luna, who assumed the name of Benedict III, wore the papal
20
crown. His court was not in Rome but in Tortosa in Catalonia.
There he convened an assembly of rabbis who were to argue on
the tenets of Judaism. The principal question before them
concerned the role of Jesus as the Messiah. Sixty-nine meet-
ings were held. The Pope, exercising his authority, at the
sixty-eighth meeting abruptly announced an approaching perse-
cution. This led many Jews all over Spain to embrace Christi-
anity. But the new converts, who had hoped that the abjura-
tion of their faith would protect them, found themselves dis-
appointed. In an insurrection, in 1419, at Toledo, their
property was as completely destroyed as that' of those who had
remained firm in their religion. The populace demanded that
converted Jews and all their descendants should be forever
21
excluded from every dignity and public employment. This for
a time put a stop to conversions.
On the death of his mother, in 1420, John II ascended the
throne of Castile. He found his kingdom threatened by Aragon
and Navarre. While he was engaged in restoring peace to his
strife-torn country, the Jews lived unmolested and even pro-
22tected by him.
In 1454 John's son, Henry IV, succeeded him and during
the next twenty years the Catholics directed their ire at the
23converts.
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Isabella was declared queen of Castile in 1474. With
her marriage in 1479 to Ferdinand, king of Aragon, Christian
24
Spain, for the first time, became a united kingdom. The
Catholic monarchs turned their attention to the unrest among
the feudal nobles. They knew that to restore tranquility to
their land, they would soon have to find a solution to the
problem of the Jews.
They held court at Toledo in 1480 and enacted several
laws regarding Jews and Moors. Certain taxes were revised.
All Jews and Moors had to have distinct and separate Jewries
25
and Moories.
Although many authors date the introduction of the Inqui-
sition into Spain in the year 1481, it was first founded by
a brief of Gregory IX in 1233. At that time it was against
heretics in general and its administration was entrusted to
26
Dominican friars in Aragon. Jews and Moors were not subject
to its jurisdiction unless verbally or by their writing they
induced Catholics to embrace their religion. But when the
kingdoms of Aragon and Castile were united, Ferdinand intro-
duced to his new dominions what may be termed the modern
Inquisition. From the severity of its statutes it was gener-
ally resisted, even by the Aragonese. At Teruel, Valencia,
and' Catalonia violent popular tumults arose, but Ferdinand
22
was bent on enforcing it in his states. The confiscation of
the immense wealth of the Jews offered an easy mode of replen-
ishing his treasury.
Isabella was induced to permit the establishment of the
Inquisition in Castile by being made to believe it was her
religious duty. Torquemada, inquisitor-general, and his suc-
cessors rendered the Inquisition a terror to all Spain. No
one was safe from its influence, for not only Jews and Moors,
but even their descendants were declared infamous. "During
the eighteen years that Torquemada was inquisitor-general, the




6,860 burned in effigy, persons who were dead
or had escaped
97,321 declared infamous, and excluded from public
honorable offices, and punished by confis-
cation of their property and perpetual im-
prisonment.
Notwithstanding, it appeared that until their expulsion
the Jews were not all molested. The conjoint sovereigns, like
their predecessors, continued to employ Jews to collect their
taxe s
.
During Ferdinand's long struggle against Granada, the
last Moorish kingdom of Spain, the Jews constantly followed
23
the Christian armies. They supplied their wants, and thus
rendered important services to the cause of Christendom. In
28January, 1492, the last Moorish stronghold of Granada fell.
The Moorish scimitar, which had glistened dazzlingly in the
Iberian sun for over eight centuries, was broken forever.
The Jews, by their assistance to the Christian sovereigns
and by the faithful discharge of their social duties, had
hoped for further immunities. But nothing was powerful enough
to operate against the avaricious disposition of Ferdinand.
The decrees of March 30, 1492, fell like a thunderbolt.
"Therefore we, by and with the counsel and
advice of some prelates and high noblemen of our
kingdoms, and other learned persons of our council,
having maturely deliberated thereon, resolve to
order all the said Jews and Jewesses to quit our
kingdoms, and never to return or come back to them,
or any of them."
With the sincerest sorrow the Jews left a land where
their people had long flourished—a land which had become
their country. Those that resided in Granada were the first
to forsake the inhospitable shores of Spain. The major part
of those from Castile went to Portugal. Large groups assem-
bled at Cartagena, Valencia, Barcelona and other ports of
Aragon and Catalonia, to embark for new homes abroad.
These exiles sought asylum in many countries. Some fled
to the Barbary states; where many of their brethern had long
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resided, or to Venetian states, or to Turkey, Egypt or Morocco.
Others sought haven in Holland, France and England. In few
of these areas were they accepted and protected as valuable
citizens.
Those who settled in Turkey were especially fortunate,
for only there were they received with kindness and tolerance.
In many cities of the Turkish Empire—Constantinople, Adriano-
pole, Salonika—they established permanent colonies. These
grew rapidly in the sixteenth century through the migration
of thousands of Se fardim who found life too difficult in
Western Europe. In Turkey the great majority of the Jews
exiled from Spain found a second homeland.
In the beginning and for four centurie s thereafter, until
the Turkish revolution of 1907, the Sephardic Jews in Turkey
were permitted to live peacefully in colonies. There they
retained their religion, their Spanish customs and traditions,
and spoke the language of their Spanish ancestors.
Because of their state of semi-isolation they had little
social concourse with others. Their feelings of kinship and
identification with their Spanish forebearers intensified.
Physical evidences of this union with the past are present
today in Istanbul wherein the Sephardic newspaper " yaw*1!
mS\A)" 20th century thoughts are couched in the language of
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A COMPARISON OF SEPHARDIC SPANISH AND MODERN SPANISH
Language is something that lives and evolves with the
people who speak it. Only in an unusual case like that of
the Sephardim does it appear arrested at any one stage of
development. Because of the adaptability of the Jews, the
Spanish way of life which they took to other lands frequently
but gradually was replaced by that of their new environment.
But particularly among those who went to Turkey, the lan-
guage, traditions, and folklore of Spain have been preserved
to a striking degree. To be sure, the language has not
remained completely frozen in the mold of archaic Spanish.
During various stages of the exiles' long peregrination they
naturally adopted foreign terms where a fifteenth century
Spanish equivalent was lacking. But most of these acquisi-
tions were changed to conform to the original Spanish into-
nation, vocabulary and syntax. Written in roman letters it
is easily understood by those who know Spanish, for most of
the changes introduced in its basic structure are principally
a matter of spelling and elisions.
27
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In the following pages I have made a purely descriptive
comparison of the Sephardic Spanish used in Istanbul, Turkey,
with modern Spanish. As a corpus, from which to obtain the
Sephardic forms, I used copies of the " S«X»»nij)/^ " news-
paper from Istanbul. For purposes of comparison I chose "El
Universal" newspaper, printed in Mexico City, as an example
of standard modern Spanish.
In making the comparison, I first analyzed the material
with the intention of compiling the complete Sephardic alpha-
bet. In doing this I found that some of the characters pres-
ent in modern Spanish are non-existent in this Hebraic Spanish.
In some cases the symbols are the same as those of modern
Spanish, but used in different positions or are used inter-
changeably. Some of the differences in usage were consistent
enough that they could be categorized.
The following is a comparison of the alphabet found in
the Sephardic newspaper with that of modern Spanish.
Modern Spanish Sephardic Spanish
a a
c c (though often
written as k, s or z)
ch c
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n (Sephardic uses ni)
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Modern Spanish Sephardic Spanish
x (Sephardic uses ks or gs)
y y
z z
In modern Spanish the c. represents two types of sounds.
One is a voiceless velar stop like the English c. in come.
The other sound is a voiceless alveolar fricative similar to
the English s. in sit. Throughout the entire corpus of Sephar-
dic Spanish all cases in which the voiceless velar stop c
would have been used in modern Spanish the graphic symbol k
was consistently used. The voiceless alveolar fricative c,
is replaced by s. and z. The choice of which to use seems to
arbitrary as no pattern of usage is set.
The following lists of words taken from the newspaper
show that (1) the Sephardic Spanish uses a k where modern
Spanish uses the voiceless velar stop c, (2) the symbols s.
and z are used instead of the modern Spanish c, and (3) the
z sometimes is used where in modern Spanish the s. would be
used.
































































































































































































In the following examples the s. is used instead of the c..





























































































































In these cases the .z functions as the modern voiceless
aveolar fricative c..








In the following words, Sephardic Spanish employs .z for the
modern Spanish s..































































Ancient orthography was more phonetic than that of today.
It was not until the beginning of the 17th century that the
silent h came into use— in imitation of Latin orthography.
Because the Sephardiro left Spain in the 15th century, their













































































In Sephardic Spanish the i. and e. are used in different
positions than in Modern Spanish. In my analysis I found
that the Sephardim used the e. in initial position where Modern








































































.g has three sounds: a voiced velar
plosive, a voiced velar fricative, and a strongly aspirated
sound similar to the English h. In the cases where the aspi-



























































Rafael Lapesa in Historia de JLa lengua espanola notes the
old Spanish y_ and li., both of which represented the "yud"
sound were replaced orthographical ly in the 16th century by










































In place of the n used in Modern Spanish, the Sephardim
use the two letters ni. The ni is an older form which was
still in use at the time the Sephardic Jews left Spain, and



























The function of the Modern Spanish voiceless velar stop
c[, which does not exist in Sephardic Spanish, is fulfilled by






















In Modern Spanish the pronunc iation of the v and 1 b is
indistinguishable. Both these letters are also used by Sephar-
dim but many cases exist where the _y is used instead of the
Modern Spanish b. The arbitrary usage is due to the fact
that orthographic rules for the v and b were not set down
until the end of the 17th century. 2





























































Until the 17th and 18th centuries the symbol x was equi-
valent to the aspirated j_. It was only after that time that
55
the x was reserved for the c[s and k.3 sounds which is the
sound of the Modern Spanish x. It Is for this reason that
the Sephardim use .gs. and ks 4in place of the Modern Spanish x.












Though they do not \Eit into any of the preceding classi-
fications, many Sephardic words are recognizable because
their modern equivalents are similarly spelled. It is obvious
that many of them lack the phonolog.Leal changes which took
place after the 15th century Othejrs are old Spanish forms
which modern Spanish has completely discarded. Such words
as the following are recognizable because of the similarity
of spelling, but they do
m
not follow set patterns.
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Modern Spanish Sephardic Spanish
aceite azeyte
aceptar akseptar









































































































*The Sephardirn dropped the final s. because they thought




































































These words show the Latin f_ which has been replaced in













































































































































































































































The following words are so different in spelling and/or
usage that they do not have a recognizable modern Spanish
equivalent. Some words which appear to be Spanish are his-
panicized forms of Turkish and other loan words.
acundada asemeja dimia
acuntar asumar domenio




angaj e ayegaron egzersan
angloba ayga ekpozo
antromiz ayinda empesgo













































































































1R. Menendez Pidal, Manual de gramatica historica espanola
(Madrid: Espasa Calpe, S. A., 1944), p. 121.
2Rafael Lapesa, Historia de la lengua espanola (Madrid:
Escelicer, S. A., 1959), p. 245.





Several centuries before Christ the Jews arrived in Spain.
From then until their expulsion in 1492, their history was a
varied one. At times they reached positions of great emi-
nence; they were the merchants, the bankers, the physicians,
the philosophers, the astrologers, the men of letters. The
favorites of a few monarchs, ' both Catholic and Moorish, they
were hated and harrassed by others. They were persecuted by
the Church, their synagogues were destroyed, their posses-
sions confiscated, their numbers reduced by the rack, the
sword, and the flame, their love for Spain and things Spanish
was as deep as that of any other Spaniard.
When they were driven from Spain they went to all parts
of the world. Today there are Sephardim in Europe, the United
States, and the East. Where they were not permitted to esta-
blish isolated colonies, they were gradually assimilated into
the populace of their host country and lost their distin-
guishing characteristics. However, a few countries allowed
them to reside in their own self-contained communities. Such
71
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a country was Turkey. There they maintained their individ-
uality, and their Spanish customs and language.
The language spoken by the Sephardim of Istanbul has
changed little since the 15th century. This is quite obvious
when a comparison is made between the written languages
appearing in two newspapers, the " Q<\Xorn Qj }vA>", the voice
of the Sephardim and "El Universal", one of the leading perio-
dicals of Mexico. There is no distinction made between the
letters b and v in Sephardic Spanish though such a distinction
has existed in the Spanish of Spain and Latin America since
the 17th century. The old Spanish forms of 1± and X still
are prevalent in Sephardic Spanish, although they have long
since been replaced in modern Spanish by 11 . The same is
true of ni where modern Spanish has n. Because the silent h
had not yet been introduced in Spanish when the Sephardim
departed the peninsula, no trace of it is found in the columns
of " ^tJonj
j]
|?l£) "• The k of Sephardic Spanish has now
developed into the c, of modern Spanish. Archaic words such
as ainsi and onde which were commonplace in the days of the
Cid and are frequent in " Stticrm Q 7 ?\JU " have never been used,
and perhaps are not even known, by those who compose the
articles in "El Universal. " Some of the unexplainable varia-
tions between Sephardic and modern Spanish are due to
73
independent changes taking place in Sephardic Spanish itself
over a period of centuries; others to loan words borrowed
from other languages, principally from Turkish.
That Sephardic Spanish, which in reality is the language
of 15th century Spain, is still written, read and spoken
today is in itself amazing. Even more so is the fact that a
group of people have clung so tenaciously to the customs and
language of a country which treated them so. cruelly and
finally exiled them from its shores forever. One wonders, in
an age of unparalleled technological progress, how much longer
the Sephardim of Istanbul can continue to isolate themselves
from the world around them.
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The Sephardic Jews, now separated from Spain for almost
five centuries and scattered all over the world, still congre-
gate in their own small communities. In some countries these
communities cling tenaciously to the language and the customs
of their forefathers. Particularly is this true in Turkey
where the Spanish spoken today is akin to that heard in Spain
in the late fifteenth century. Perhaps this is due to the
fact that the Jewish emigrants were welcomed to Turkey and
permitted to settle in their own exclusive Jeweries. They
were thus not assimilated into the population of their host
country. In such a state of semi-isolation their language
has changed little with the passage of time.
The purpose of this thesis is to make a descriptive com-
parison of the Spanish written today by the Sephardic Jews
of Istanbul, Turkey and that which appears in Mexico City.
To do this, I shall closely examine two newspapers, the
Sephardic " §<Jo>^j] ,
|J»
l^ " of Istanbul and "El Universal" of
Mexico City. I will note all words which present orthographic
differences in an attempt to show that Sephardic Spanish
varies greatly from the standard Spanish used today in Latin
America; and, indeed, represents an arrested stage in the
development of modern Spanish.
.
